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1. Introduction
In Japan, since 2008, the Ministry of Education, Culture, Science, Sports 
and Technology, also known as MEXT, has officially required universities 
to produce a lot of students who have gakushiryoku, which means graduate 
capabilities of knowledge and understanding, generic skills, attitudes and 
dispositions, and integrative learning experience and creative thinking [1]. 
The first point which MEXT emphasizes in the section about knowledge 
and understanding is knowledge and understanding of the diverse nature 
of cultures. It is not so difficult for students to gain knowledge of other 
cultures through lectures, but it can be hard to understand them firsthand 
in classes. This is especially true for many pharmaceutical university 
students, as they have limited access to different cultures even in classes 
because their curriculum is heavily crowded with specialized subjects.
One of the elements for the “Art and Society” class of this academic 
year was Conceptual Writing. It is being used on a trial basis in order to 
give students firsthand experience of different cultures and values. This 
paper will show how pharmaceutical university students who do not have 
art or literature backgrounds struggle with avant-garde works, but at the 
same time enjoy coming to an understanding of them through discussion.
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2. The educational situation in a pharmaceutical university
First, the context for pharmaceutical university students needs to be 
addressed. As pointed out by Anne Hunsaker Hawkins and Marilyn 
Chandler McEntyre, the curriculums of medical and pharmaceutical 
universities are overcrowded [2]. They state that “beginning students are 
overwhelmingly occupied with the heavy demand of science courses; 
moreover, they have little experience with patients or with the culture of 
medicine to draw on and bring to their readings” [2]. A look at the ratio of 
subjects shows clearly how the students spend a substantial amount of time 
on science classes.
For example, a university in Gunma prefecture offers 182 science 
subjects while the subjects for culture and language only number 36 [3], 
which means that courses in the liberal arts account for only 26.3% of all. 
Furthermore, for credit needed for graduation, the students are required to 
meet 81.8% (it is 152.5 out of 247 credits) of the residency requirements 
for science classes, while they need to meet only 18.2 % (it is 34 out of 
247) for liberal arts classes. This situation also applies at many other 
universities. Needless to say, the opportunities for Japanese pharmaceutical 
students to study liberal arts are quite limited.
As for literature, many pharmaceutical universities or departments 
simply do not have so many classes dealing with it. Even though 
Hawkins and McEntyre emphasize the usefulness of teaching literature 
in medical schools in America, Japanese universities seem to undervalue 
its usefulness. As of August 30th, 2019, in Japan there are seventy-four 
universities which have pharmaceutical departments [4]. However, only 
few of these, such as the large ones like Tokyo University and Meiji 
University, have classes in which the course names include literature in the 
curriculum of pharmacy education. In addition, these big universities have 
many departments of disciplines, so students can easily take the classes 
of other departments [5], but for colleges or small universities which do 
not have humanities departments, it can be hard to offer the students such 
programs.
Furthermore, it is often the case that pharmaceutical students are much 
busier than other students in science courses. In 2006, the department of 
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pharmacy changed the length of the course from four-year to six-year. 
Under this new curriculum, in the 4th year students have to pass two major 
examinations to progress to the next year. In the 5th year, they undertake 
internships in hospitals and pharmacies for five months in total. Just before 
graduation, the national examination for pharmacists must be taken. To 
pass all these important exams, their curriculums are packed tightly with 
specialized subjects and they are extremely busy with study. According to 
the article by Gakken, in order to pass the national examination, students 
need to study for more than twice as long as they spend on their course 
hours [6].
As for the method of study, lots of subjects such as organic chemistry 
require them to memorize many things. As a result of this, students 
become very good at memorizing but are insufficiently trained in thinking 
about things for themselves.
In order to overcome this drawback, some classes for small group 
discussion are offered as part of the curriculum, so it is true that they 
have the opportunities to discuss a few limited topics and listen to other 
students’ opinions. However, the topics are largely confined to pharmacists 
and pharmaceutical researchers, such as how a pharmacist should behave 
or what the most important thing to do as an expert in pharmacy might 
be. Needless to say, these discussions are useful in generating awareness 
of medical and ethical issues in students. However, students seldom 
have totally different opinions to each other because they aim to be 
field specialists such as pharmacists, researchers, lab workers, medical 
representatives and so forth. They are already very familiar with the topics 
and can guess how best to answer the questions. This means it is not often 
that they have the chance to encounter unforeseen topics and difficult or 
even incomprehensible ideas from others in their university life. Even 
though MEXT wants university students to widen their perspective through 
being exposed to different values, it is difficult to see how pharmaceutical 
students could possibly have enough time to do all of this.
3. Lesson structure
In order to correct some of these problems, the students in the “Art and 
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Society” class are expected to discuss new topics in every lesson, using 
various literary texts. Along with Conceptual Writing, the materials for the 
class were Mother Goose, Shakespeare’s sonnets, and the verse and prose 
in his plays, Oscar Wilde’s The Importance of Being Earnest (1895), and 
two American and British musicals – Rent (1996) by Jonathan Larson and 
Billy Elliot (2000) by Lee Hall, which are both contemporary political 
works. 
This elective class consisted of around fifty students, all of whom 
were 2nd year. The lesson structure was as follows. First, the teacher gave 
a brief lecture about the materials which are used in the class. Then the 
students made groups of two or three, and read part of the texts aloud. 
After reading through them, they discussed what they understood and what 
they had noticed by reading aloud. The teacher facilitated their discussion, 
walking around the classroom, and introduced some interesting ideas to 
the class members in the plenary. During the last ten minutes, the students 
wrote down their own thoughts on response papers, some of which would 
become classroom examples used in stimulating discussion for the next 
class.
4. What Conceptual Writing is
The idea of conceptual or uncreative writing is relatively new, having 
been introduced by Craig Dworkin and Kenneth Goldsmith in 2003. It is 
similar to concrete poetry, and its method is very close to conceptual art: 
idea and concept are more important than the result as “artistic” qualities. 
According to Goldsmith, in this digital era, texts are not for reading but for 
seeing:
 
“With the rise of the Web, writing has met its photography. By that, 
I mean that writing has encountered a situation similar to that of 
painting upon the invention of photography, a technology so much 
better at doing what the art form had been trying to do that, to survive, 
the field had to alter its course radically. If photography was striving 
for sharp focus, painting was forced to go soft, hence impressionism. 
Faced with an unprecedented amount of available digital text, writing 
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needs to redefine itself to adapt to the new environment of textual 
abundance.” (Emphasis mine) [7]
The value of language is grounded in the performance. What it does is 
more valuable than what it says. Goldsmith says that the recycling of 
words written by others, for example reblogging, retweeting and reposting, 
have been found commonly on the web and become cultural rites [7]. In 
such a context, Conceptual Writing is one of the outcomes of the literary 
revolution. 
Marcel Duchamp famously displayed a urinal as a work of art, and, 
similarly, Conceptual Writing sometimes reuses existing literature. A poem 
by Jen Bervin shows this idea explicitly: 
63
Against my love shall be as I am now, With Time’s injurious hand 
crushed and o’er worn; When hours have drained his blood and filled 
his brow With lines and wrinkles; when his youthful morn Hath 
travelled on to age’s steepy night; And all those beauties whereof 
now he’s king Are vanishing or vanished out of sight, Stealing away 
the treasure of his spring; For such a time do I now fortify Against 
confounding age’s cruel knife, That he shall never cut from memory 
My sweet love’s beauty, though my lover’s life: 
His beauty shall in these black lines be seen, 
And they shall live, and he in them still green. [8]
This poetry, “63,” is based on Shakespeare’s “Sonnets 63”, making 
some words bold and the others fainter. Bervin makes a new short poem 
while reusing Shakespeare’s text. The title of this palimpsest works of 
Shakespeare is “NETS,” which is derived from “SONNETS.”
Even postgraduate students in English literature struggle with these 
works. They tend to try to find some meaning in the text somehow because 
they have trained to do so. However, the concept is the most important 
element of this genre, and thus readers have to consider why the writer 
might have created this work. Like conceptual art, the artistic quality of 
Conceptual Writing is in the process and method of creation.
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5. Conceptual Writing for pharmaceutical students
For pharmaceutical students, many of whom are often not familiar with 
contemporary art, it can be particularly hard to understand this kind of 
text. Unlike calculation, there is not only one interpretation of each work. 
Thus, Conceptual Writing is useful not only in teaching literature but also 
in encouraging students to discuss unfamiliar topics.
The materials used in classes on Conceptual Writing are the following: 
Kenneth Goldsmith’s “Fidget,” “Day,” “Weather,” “Traffic,” David 
Buuck’s “Follow,” and Sophie Calle’s “The Detective.” Immediately after 
they started reading the texts, the students looked confused. In “Fidget,” 
Goldsmith writes down every movement made by his body on Blooms-
day, 16th of June, in 1997 from 10 am to 10 pm. He simply transcribed the 
movements of his body for twelve hours on one day: 
Eyelids open. Tongue runs across upper lip moving from left side 
of mouth to right following arc of lip. Swallow. Jaws clench. Grind. 
Stretch. Swallow. Head lifts. Bent right arm brushes pillow into back 
of head. … [9]
At first, no students knew this genre and said that this was not art. In fact, 
when they were asked a question, “what kinds of art do you know?” and 
“what arts do you like?,” in the first lesson, many students’ answers were 
centered on classical music, paintings, sculpture and classical ballet. This 
course is not compulsory but elective, so the students in the classroom 
would be more likely than others to like or be interested in art, but what 
they had seen and enjoyed were more traditional. Therefore, studying 
Conceptual Writing was challenging for the students, and at the same 
time, it can be also challenging for the teacher to teach them this elusive, 
controversial literature. 
Fortunately, through repeated discussion, they gradually came to enjoy 
thinking, interpreting and sharing their thoughts with others. During pair 
work, one student realized that the writing style in the last two sections 
changes. In section “21:00,” periods and commas suddenly disappear, and 
in the following section “22:00,” the order of letters is reversed:
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eleven hours walking body moves arm swinging contraunison leg 
movements deep breath inside salivation nine pm left finger index 
finger rubs eye counterclockwise one tow three times tip of finger 
moist from eye fluids … [9]
.etarapes regniferof dna bmuht thgiR .flac thgir sehctarcs dnah thgiR 
.ydob dniheb tsiF .regnif elddim thgir fo pit yb del ,swercskroc dnah 
thriR. .sllup woblE .esir skcottuB .nethgiarts seenK .thgir petsediS … 
[9]
Even though before that realization they just complained about the text and 
had no idea how to understand it, the students suddenly became excited 
and began speculating as to why this change happened only in the “21:00” 
and “22:00” sections.
Then, they engaged in vigorous discussions on “Fidget.” One student 
said that this is because the author does not want readers to focus on the 
meaning of the text but wants them to objectify the text itself. Another 
student thought that those sections showed that the author’s brain did not 
work properly because of drowsiness. Yet another student pointed out that 
there were no stative verbs but only action verbs in the whole text, arguing 
that in this writing style, every action appears similar regardless of whether 
it is noble or base. 
On the response papers on the last day, many students wrote down 
their own opinion about Conceptual Writing. One example is the 
following: “Though the text is nothing but a list of the movements of 
the author’s body, it looks different from one person from another. It is 
a new experience for me and it was really interesting.” For students in 
a humanities course, these experiences might not be so surprising, but 
for pharmaceutical students, who have been trained to give one correct 
answer, such a discovery is meaningful. Furthermore, some students stated 
that they overcame the stereotype of perceiving art as “beautiful.” These 
reactions suggest that the discussion on Conceptual Writing had a profound 




Of course, not all students will like Conceptual Writing, but the process of 
trying hard to understand something which is incompatible with their pre-
existing assumptions is a valuable experience for them. At the very least, 
they understood that there are various interpretations of one text and could 
enjoy exploring the difference.
The purpose of choosing Conceptual Writing was to give them firsthand 
experience of different cultures and values, as well as to have the students 
enjoy lively discussions of new topics. Therefore, with such a perspective, 
Conceptual Writing may be used effectively in art and literature lectures 
for pharmaceutical students. 
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